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THE DECISION IN THE KAREN QUINLAN CASE 
ANNCR? 

AN AMERICAN COURT HAS RULED THAT THE RELATIVES OF AN 
UNCONSCIOUS AND INCURABLE PATIENT CAN STOP MEDICAL 
TREATMENT THAT IS DESIGNED SIMPLY TG KEEP THE PATIENT 
ALIVE. THE DECISION 1S CONSIDERED A MAJOR STEP TOWARD 
ESTABLISHING A LEGAL RIGHT FOR THE INCURABLY SICK TO DIE 
A NATURAL DEATH EVEN IF EXTRAORDINARY MEDICAL MEASURES 
MIGHT KEEP THEM ALIVE INDEFINITELY. CHRIS KERN HAS SOME 
THOUGHTS ABOUT THE CASE. 

VOICE: 

TWENTY-TWO-YEAR-OLD KAREN ANNE QUINLAN HAS BEEN IN A COMA 
FOR ALMOST A YEAR NOW, ONLY MEDICAL TECHNOLOGY IS KEEPING 
HER ALIVE. THERE'S NO HOPE FCR HER RECOVERY AND, ACCORDING 
TO HER DOCTORS, NO REASONABLE POSSIBILITY THAT SHE WILL EVER 
REGAIN CONSCIOUSNESS. HER PARENTS TALKED THE SITUATION OVER 
WITH THEIR ROMAN CATHOLIC PRIEST AND DECIDED THAT THEY WANTED 
THE MEDICAL EQUIPMENT DISCONNECTED SO THAT THEIR DAUGHTER 
COULD DIE NATURALLY -- DIE "WITH GRACE AND DIGNITY," IN 
THEIR WORDS. BUT THE DOCTORS REFUSED, CITING NOT ONLY THEIR 
OWN SENSE OF ETHICS, BUT THE POSSISILITY THAT THE LAW MIGHT 
TREAT THE DECISION TO LET KAREN DIE AS MURDER. 

THE NEW JERSEY SUPREME COURT HAS NOW REMOVED THAT 
POSSIBILITY. IT HAS RULED THAT, FACED WITH A MEDICAL DILEMMA 
OF THIS KIND, THE RELATIVES AND THE PHYSICIANS OF THE PATIENT 
OUGHT TO BE ABLE TO MAKE A DECISION WITHOUT FEAR OF A CIVIL 
LAWSUIT OR CRIMINAL PROSECUTION, BUT THE RULING GOES FURTHER 


THAN THAT. IT AUTHORIZES KARES:'S FATHER, AS HER LEGAL 
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GUARDIAK, TO ORDER THE MEDICAL EQUIPMENT TO BE REMOVED AS 
SOON AS HER DOCTORS ANID THE OFFICIALS OF THE HOSPITAL WHERE 
SHE'S STAYING FORMALLY CERTIFY THAT THERE'S NO MEDICAL CHANCE 
THAT SHE CAN RECOVER. 

THE HEW JERSEY COURT DECIDED, IN EFFECT, THAT KAREN 
QUINLAN HAS A RIGHT TO DIE -- A RIGHT THAT, IN THIS CASE, 
HER FATHER CAN EXERCISE ON HE BEHALF. THE COURT REASONED 
THAT KAREN WOULD WANT THE EQUIPMENT DISCONNECTED IF SHE 
COULD MAKE THE DECISION HERSELF. IF SHE WERE CONSCIOUS, 
NEITHER HER DOCTORS NOR THE STATE OF NEW JERSEY COULD FORCE 
HER TO ACCEPT MEDICAL ATTENTION THAT WAS DESIGNED SIMPLY 
TO PRESERVE HER, NOT TO PROVIDE A CURE. SINCE SHE'S UNCONSCIOUS, 
SOMEONE HAS TO MAKE THE DECISION FOR HER AND HER FATHER IS AN 
APPROPRIATE ONE TO DO IT. 

THE COURT ADMITTED THAT 17 DIDN'T HAVE ANY CLEAR MEDICAL 
OR LEGAL STANDARDS TO USE Iii MAKING ITS DECISION. 17 CONCEDED, 
IN EFFECT, THAT IT WOULD HAVE TO MAKE NEW LAW TO DEAL WITH THE 
EFFECTS OF ADVANCING MEDICAL TECHNOLOGY. BUT THE PRINCIPLE 
THAT IT RELIED ON IS AN OLD OHE -- THE IDEA THAT EVERYONE 
HAS A RIGHT TO PRIVACY AND THAT THERE HAVE TO BE LIMITS ON 
THE EXTENT THAT GOVERNMENT CAI! INTRUDE ON IT. THE DECISION 
BELONGS TO KAREN QUINLAN AND, IF SHE IS UNABLE TO MAKE IT, 
TO THE RELATIVES WHO ARE CLOSEST TO HER. AND NEITHER HER 
DOCTORS NOR THE NEW JERSEY SUPREME COURT HAS THE AUTHORITY 
TO TELL THEM WHAT TO DO. 
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